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JAMES FINDLEY

Field Biology in New fv!exico
Few areas of comparable size in the world are possessed of more topographic, climatic, and ecologic diversity than is New Mexico. In the
state the presence of numerous mountain ranges, desert basins, plateaus, plains, canyons, and valleys brings into close proximity areas of
widely differing elevations, soils, and climates. Climates comparable
to those found in arctic regions occur within a few miles of some of
the most arid deserts on the continent. This has resulted in the bringing
together in New Mexico ofa richly varied aggregation of plants and
animals adapted for life in greatly differing kinds of environments.
Ftarmigan and conies occur within view of the domain of kangaroo
rats and roadrunners, and spruce and fir forests give way in a distance
of a few miles to creosote bush desert or the mixed grassland of the
Great Plains.
Field biologists in New Mexico have at their doorstep a natural
laboratory wherein the answers to many questions in the fields of evolution, ecology, behavior, genetics, and physiology may profitably be
sought. Biologists in most other parts of the country must be content
with more meager floras and faunas and with fewer readily available
problems or they must create their problems in the laboratory. In view
'of the unparalleled opportunity for research into problems in field
biology available here, one might assume that students in thisldiscipline
would have flocked to New Mexico to take advantage of our 'resources.
In fact, nothing could be farther from the truth.
To illustrate the status of field biology in the state, I shall use the
status of one subdivision, mammalogy, as an example. Mammals, which

Assistant Professor of Biology at UNM, James S. Findley received his B.A.
at Western Reserve and his PhD. from the University of Kansas. He has
done research on mammals throughout the west, and,pefore coming to New
Mexico in 1955 he was Assistant Curator of Mammals, Museum of Natural
History, at the University of Kansas. His publications in mammalogy are
extensive.

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1957

1

XXVII:4

Field Biology

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 27 [1957], Iss. 4, Art. 23

363

are more or less conspicuous, and can easily be caught, have been better
studied than such groups as invertebrates or many kinds of plants.
Compared to many groups of New Mexican organisms mammals are
I
;well known.
In any biological field study the initial investigations' inquire into the
kinds of organisms present and into their geographic-distribution. The
basic work on the kinds of mammals present in New Mexico has been
in progress for over a century. In 1820, Long, Peale, Say, and James
brought back the first data on New Mexican mammals available to
American biologists. In the ensuing one hundred years more than
thirty naturalists visited New Mexico and reported upon, among other
things, the kinds of mammals present in the state and upon their distribution. Many of these men traveled in the company of military
expeditions and many were associated with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, which was called in its early days the U.S_Bureau of Biological
Survey. This work was summarized in 1931 by Vernon Bailey irMt-bookentitled Mammals of New Mexico. Bailey, a Biological Survey scientist,
visited the state at intervals over a period of thirty-five years'.
That this work, extending over a period of so many years, came
nowhere near completing even this basic phase of field investigations
is revealed by additions and emendations to Baileis work which have
been made in the past decade. Advances in our understanding of the
relationships of different kinds of mammals have resulted in the altering
of scientific names'to the extent that ~any employed in Bailey's book
are no longer in use. Almost every field party from the University of
New Mexico Department of Biology iIi the last two years has detected
the presence of some kind of mammal in a part of the state in which
the species was previously unknown. In addition, during the past two
years, the writer and his students have captured six kinds of mammals
never before known to occur within the state. Important as is this basic work, it is nonetheless only an initial step iil achieving an understanding
of the animals themselves.
Some of the questions which present themselves when any mammal
is considered are: In what kind of habitat is this animal found? What
features of the habitat restrict the animal to this particular situation?
In what ways is the animal physically or physiologically suited to this
habitat? Has the habitat had an effect on the animal's evolutionary
history, and~ if so, what? Has the species always lived in this area, and
if not, when and whence did it _comf(?- How is the aniwal adjusted

--'1

.

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol27/iss4/23

2

364

James in
Findley
Findley: Field Biology
New Mexico

NM.Q.

socially to others of its kind? What is the structure of its society, and
how does it communicate with others?
In a state such as New Mexico where scores of kiqds of mammals
occur in close contact with one another additional queStions are posed.
To what extent does interspecific competition for food, shelter, and
foraging territories limit distribution and activity? Where closely
related kinds occur together, how do thef solve their problems of coexistence? Can the answers to these questions help us in our understanding of human sociological problems? For no New Mexican
mammal are all, or even very many, of these answers known. The
attacks made on these problems in New Mexico cin almost literally be
counted upon the fingers of one hand.
The few reports available on the basic biology of New Mexican
mammals are based upon investigations carried, out in the last thirty
years, mostly by investigators from other parts of the country. A few
important studies are worthy of note. Lee R. Dice and Philip Blossom,
University of Michigan mammalogists, in 1937 presented the results
of a ten-year study which first demonstrated conclusively that, in the
Southwest, the coat color of mammals is closely correlated with the
color of the soils on which they live. This work, now a classic in mammalogy, is based in part upon field investigations in the Tularosa
Malpais, the White Sands, and in the Kenzin Malpais in New Mexico.
In addition, Dice has conducted research into the ecology of mammals
in the Alamogordo area. Frank Blair, a student o~ Dice's, carried out
experiments on the genetics of deer mice living upon variously colored
soils in the Tularosa Basin and defined some of the genetic mechanisms
involved in the inheritance of coat color in these mammals. One of
Blair's students at the University of TeXas is currently studying the
, comparative behavior of some kinds of deer mice in the Sacramento
Mountain area. Emmet Hooper, of the University of Michigan, has
conducted studies on the color of rodents living on the lava beds near
Grants. Other recent work by out of state investigators has dealt mainly
with description of new geographic varieties and with local distnbution.
Published studies by New Mexican students are practically
nonexistent.
In the last two years investigations into the basic biology of New
Mexican mammals have been planned and begun at the University of
New Mexico. As yet this work is in a beginning phase. Results available
so far indicate to us that the contributions to biological, knowledge
. which may be forthcoming from studies in New Mexico are immense.
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In this review the status of mammalogy in New Mexico has been
used to illustrate the condition of field biology in the state. Many subdivisions of field biology in thi~ area are even more poorly developed.
A few, such as ornithology, ichthyology, and herpetology, may De
somewhat better known.
.
In summary, then, field biology in New Mexico is in an embryonic'
state. The potential for great advances is here. New Mexican biologists
have entered the scene relatively late and ip small numbers. They are
in the position of the director contemplating a newly published plax.
He has a general comprehension of the plot and of the dramatis
personae but as yet no intimate knowledge of the setting, the characters, their comings and goings, interrelationships, personalities, or
purposes.
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